chapter V
TO INDIA BY THE PERSIAN GULF
T
HERE is no doubt that without its human interest the
journey from Baghdad to Karachi by the Persian Gulf
might be found monotonous and tiresome. Iraq itself
in the autumn before the rains have fallen is a desolate land and
the twenty-two hours' railway journey from Baghdad rto Basrah
is dusty and hot. So dried up is the country passed through that
it is difficult to distinguish plough-land from desert and even the
palm trees that line the river banks look thirsty and tired. The
train of course does not hurry. There is no need why it should
and the unduly long delays at wayside stations were rendered
less tedioua by the presence of people who seemed to collect
out of curiosity to look at the daily train and its passengers
on their way to Basrah and the sea. A party of Arabs from
one of the Sheikhates on the Arabian coast of the Persian Gulf
were journeying to take the steamer on their return home.
They had been sent by their Chief to Iraq to purchase falcons, for
the Arabs are great hunters. Wiry sun-scorched men they were,
in long white robes and with blue and white kefiyehs over their
turbans. On their gauntleted wrists sat perched the large birds
of prey that are used in this part of the world for falconing. At
each station the little group alighted and let the hooded falcons
stretch their wings and raise their necks as if craving for flight
and freedom, There was a strange resemblance between the
birds and their masters—in sinew, strength, and cruelty. They
were to be my companions for many days, for when I embarked
at Magil, two days later, I found them on board.
Basrah does not lie on the banks of the Shatt el-Arab, as the
united Tigris and Euphrates are called, but a few miles inland*
It boasts to-day two river ports, Magil, built during the War
and admirably equipped, and Ashraf, the older native riverside
town four or five miles lower down. With Ashraf, Basrah is
connected by creeks and canals of sufficient depth of water to
allow the passage of the " balam " and " mushhaf " the native
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